The use of good practices (GP) can improve the technical quality and, as a consequence, the outcome of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) process, increasing its effectiveness. This study aimed to present GP pointed out by Brazilian practitioners (members of the SEA development teams) from the perspective afforded by their participation in processes of this tool. The data were collected through personal interviews with 11 professionals responsible for preparing a total of 17 SEAs, who were asked about what measures adopted in the SEA could be considered BP. The responses were audio-recorded, transcribed, and had their content assessed by Content Analysis technique. Nine GP were highlighted by practitioners. The GP indicated represent a valuable contribution to the improvement of future use of SEA, either in Brazil or in other countries, because they are the result of consolidated experience in real cases of application of the tool.
Introduction
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is an environmental policy instrument that aims to incorporate elements of sustainability throughout the policy, planning and program (PPP) process, so that these elements will be considered in decision-making on such initiatives. In Brazil, SEA is not included in the national legal system and its realization is optional, except in cases where the requirement comes from funding agencies [1] . The first SEA performed in the country dates back to 1997 and in these twenty years of application of the tool, only about 40 SEAs were developed [2] . The literature has pointed out that national processes/reports contain flaws and limitations [3] [4] [5] , but, on the other hand, there is a continuous and lively debate about the practice of SEA [2] .
As a seminal concept of Knowledge Management, good practices (GP) are structured information (ranging from analytical reports to narratives) about successful experiences in certain contexts, regarding issues recognized as relevant [6] . Based on the "good example" principle, GP involve processes and methodologies that have proven to work well and produce adequate results, and are therefore recommended as a model [7] .
Repertoires of good practices are widely acknowledged as a good policy instrument. Quite differently from rules, norms, directives, precepts, etc., "good practices" apparently inspire a general and legitimizing consensus.
"Good practice" is good in itself [6] (p. 1069).
The use of GP can produce several positive effects [8] : 1) identify and replace inappropriate practices; 2) raise performance closer to the best possible; 3) avoid "reinventing the wheel"; 4) minimize the rework caused by the use of poor methods; and 5) save costs as a consequence of better productivity and efficiency.
Thus, GP are an important source of answers and solutions for operational and managerial issues, and its application becomes a qualitative differential by providing results from previously tested "ways of doing".
The importance of using GP in SEA is undeniable. It is possible to verify a clear link between GP and procedural effectiveness in environmental assessments, as GP provide standards for practitioners (members of SEA teams) and ensure information for proper decision making [9] . There is a need to identify weaknesses in SEA approaches and "focus attention on best practices" [10] (p. 310). Therefore, it is necessary "to make 'best practice' even more 'common' practice" [11] (p. 263). GP integrate a context of knowledge exchange and shared learning [12] . It is known that the use of GP does not guarantee a good SEA, but it is certainly a way to do so.
A decade ago, João [13] says that "best-practice examples are still rare" (p. 697). In contrast to this statement, in recent years, the number of papers that discuss and demonstrate the application of GP within the scope of the SEA has increased [12] [14]- [20] and the GP "are fairly well developed" [21] (p. 57). It should be noted, however, that a great part of these materials is the result of the exclusive vision of researchers and specialists, without considering the perspective of practitioners who, when working in the preparation of SEA studies, have particular experience and capacity of defining and delimiting GP. In addition, most examples of GP come from work in developed countries, with a long tradi- Clearly, further exploration of what constitutes GP, particularly in developing countries, is warranted. Thus, the study reported in the present paper aims to present good practices as defined by Brazilian practitioners, based on the perspectives they developed as a result of their participation in SEA processes.
Methodology
This is a study with a qualitative approach, developed through interviews carried out with professionals that integrated the technical staff of SEA teams ("practitioners"). The interviews aimed to gather information about the vision, experience and perceptions of practitioners, that is, the reality seen through the eyes of protagonists of a practical application of the tool.
To select practitioners, it was necessary first to select organizations that had developed SEA processes. The size of the sample (number of organizations/practitioners) was defined so that the chosen organizations had conducted more than half of the SEA processes carried out in Brazil until that moment (32 in total).In addition, the research prioritized the organizations with participation in more than one SEA process, due to their greater degree of experience, as well as to permit the approach of different contexts where SEAs were realized. The choice also aimed for geographic diversity, selecting those organizations that worked in different regions of the country. It was possible to meet all criteria with eight organizations, which together had conducted 17 SEAs (between 2002 and 2011).
Each of these organizations was contacted by the researchers with a view to defining the practitioner to be interviewed. Respondents were invited by phone or e-mail. In some cases, the practitioner proposed that the meeting include other practitioners from the same team, what was accepted by the study, totaling 11 interviewees. The group of respondents included four men and seven women, all with higher education (undergraduate, graduate or postgraduate degree), who act or have acted as managers or technical consultants of public or private environmental companies.
The interviews were conducted in eight face-to-face sessions, in seven Brazilian capitals, between July and August 2013. The date, time and place of interview were chosen by the practitioners. Each interview lasted one and a half to two hours. Before the beginning of the interview, the practitioner(s) who were to be interviewed received an "Informed and Free Consent Form", which contained information about the research, the interview activity and the ethical principles underlying the work, and assured participants of their anonymity. After the participants indicated their consent to participate in the study by signing the document, the interview began. To ensure anonymity, each practitioner was identified by a letter.
The research instrument was a standardized and semi-structured question- 
Results and Discussion
Several GP were highlighted by practitioners as capable of improving SEA processes.
The following are the nine GP considered most relevant.
GP 1-Adequacy of the Term of Reference
For [9] , in environmental assessments, a GP is the definition of The TR should establish the guidelines for the assessment, but at the same time, it must be adequately flexible to allow practitioners to act within the technical context. Sometimes the TR becomes a "straitjacket" by imposing certain requirements, and its fulfillment is only pro forma.
The participation of specialists in the elaboration of TR is fundamental and practitioners should be encouraged to dialogue with the contracting party in order to improve it [22] . Therefore, the participation of the SEA team in the process of constructing the TR, if possible, constitutes a GP. The number of members of the team is another element that deserves particular attention:
In an EIA [Environmental Impact Assessment] there is always a great team.
It has several biologists, because one looks at the entomofauna, another the herpetofauna, etc., specifically by area. They are people who do the work, the coordinator goes on synthesizing, transforming into text, and puts it into the EIA. In SEA we started out a bit like this, having three, four biologists, thinking that there was this question of analysis, of diagnosis, which is very difficult. There was a big team, about thirteen people at the beginning.
The discussions were not productive. We argued, argued, and we never came to a "common denominator". Then, we simplified this team and closed in a total of six people. We have seen that the team cannot be very big, because this interdisciplinary interaction has to happen constantly, in the day to day, and if the team is very big, it is lost. (Practitioner A)
The way the team works, or its "posture", is highlighted with a strong point: The interviewees also highlighted the potential importance of specificity of knowledge, usually associated with a higher academic degree of the scientist, for
in the "quality" of the final product:
We usually require that the person has a doctorate, a master's degree, and, These team building issues clearly exemplify GP that are not detected through the evaluation of a report, but only through lessons learned by those who have effectively participated in SEA elaboration processes.
GP 3-Implementation of the SEA in Parallel to the Preparation of the PPP
SEA is a tool that is characterized by methodological flexibility and different approaches [24] . In the "integrated" or "parallel SEA" model, the planning (elaboration of a PPP) and its respective environmental assessment occur simultaneously, with interaction and integration between both. This system facilitates the incorporation of elements of sustainability, influencing the selection of environmentally adjusted alternatives in the initial stages of decision making [12] . It is, in fact, a crucial procedure for the success of both processes [4] [25] . In this way, it constitutes a GP.
One of the measures was the decision to make the SEA at the time the plan is being drawn up. I think this is good practice. This refers to the good practices that Partidário [Portuguese researcher] advocates. It was essential we have worked in parallel.
(Practitioner E)
The environmental assessment has to start with the program itself and not at a later stage. If the government thinks strategically in a program, the environmental step has to be inserted. In the budgetary sphere, resources are released to make a project, and after, environmentally, it becomes unworkable. Then, we try to mend something that is difficult to achieve, when the environmental assessment could have identified these difficulties. Today, in Brazil, it is left to identify this in the stage of EIA. (Practitioner F)
The effect that this has on the qualitative improvement of the plan was pointed out by one interviewee:
If SEA is done in this way [parallel to the plan], we, who were doing the [plan], had a lot of work, because as the SEA identified some problems that we had not identified, the Ministry [contracting entity] said: "how you did they arrive at these solutions if they did not identify this problem in the diagnosis?" So, we had to go back and put this type of analysis, the problem, into the diagnosis [of the plan]. (Practitioner D)
Although this GP has clear positive effects, it should be noted that its employment is still limited. In a work analyzing 20 Portuguese SEAs, it was found that 80% were not developed simultaneously with the PPP and in other cases, this was only partially done [18] .
GP 4-Involvement of the Contracting Entity
The participation of professionals from the contracting entity of the SEA during to advances in terms of environmental governance [4] .
A good practice is the contact with the environmental agency that requested the study or with any other body that has requested it. It is important to do this during the elaboration and not only at the end, when delivering the product ready. It is a very positive experience when it is done this way.
(Practitioner G)
An interviewee highlights that in an SEA the contracting entity did not directly follow the study but hired a third company to do so: There are also situations in which the contracting entity oversees the work, but without effective involvement:
In "our" SEA has had a periodic monitoring by a restricted group, but not a working group that builds together. (Practitioner H)
The constant presence of the "eyes of the client" throughout the SEA facilitates contact between the parties, the contribution of information and the exchange of experiences and knowledge that may prove essential to the work. The monitoring of the study provides learning and critical awareness for the contracting entity, enhancing the quality of the decision making, and provides better conditions for the monitoring of the PPP when it is implemented.
GP 5-Supervision and Support of Another SEA Team
One of the basic principles of SEA is to implement an independent review system that provides quality control of the process [15] , although this is not often done [1] . Some interviewees mentioned as positive the supervision and/or support provided by external, specialized consultants with experience in conducting SEA processes. Such supervision and support, considered as a GP [9] , involves two Knowledge Management techniques-"peer review" and "peer assistance" The joint action of the two SEA teams, although one acts as a reviewer, allows an undeniable "sum of looks" and a cognitive and technical synergy, leading to the improvement of the SEA process as a whole.
GP 6-Evaluation of the Institutional Capacity to Follow up the SEA and the PPP
The implementation of an SEA presupposes that its indications or recommendations will be adopted, with the monitoring of PPP effects on sustainability factors. It is necessary, then, that institutions be in a position to guarantee the adoption of these measures and to promote "ex-post" follow-up (after decision).
A SEA report is emphatic: "Assessments must avoid making recommendations for which implementation capacity does not exist" [26] (p. 53). Due its strategic conception, the role, the action mode and the outcomes of SEA are extremely linked to the institutional context in which it develops [24] . The importance of this approach was delimited by a practitioner:
The institutional issue is something relevant in the sense of understanding what I would call a "sound institution", with proper health, which functions properly. The curious thing is that in literature-at least the one I had the most access, which is English and American-nor discuss it because, for them, the institutional question is solved. But for us [Brazil] , no. We [Brazilians] do not understand the institution as a "locus" that plays a fundamental role in the formulation and, above all, in the implementation of policies. Our decision-makers, our policy-makers, understand institutions as a mere "locus" where a "bunch of people" works! For me, it is a critical point Lack of institutional capacity plagues SEA in developing countries [14] . The SEA process needs to evaluate the qualification and operational capacity of institutions-public and private, entrepreneurs and government-who have the role of following up the SEA and the PPP after the decision (including in terms of mitigation and impacts repair). That is, the SEA should evaluate the institutional capacities to manage effects and opportunities [15] . Considering what it may mean for the consolidation of the outcome and conclusions of the SEA, this procedure should be considered a GP.
It was essential that institutions that were to be committed to the SEA process had the capacity to act on what was foreseen for them. It would be necessary to analyze the extent to which the institution could be strengthened so that it would in fact play its role as compliant with the rules and procedures necessary to guarantee that activity. It is essential that government institutions understand the work dimension and have the competence and ability to do this work. Not necessarily end-to-end, because one may have consultants collaborating, participating, but the process has to be being managed, or at least understood, as a whole, by government spheres.
(Practitioner J)
One interviewee highlighted the employment of this GP in the SEA coordinated by him:
I did an institutional assessment of the environmental sector of the [Organ], because the [Bank] also required this and is very interesting in the process.
Will the environmental sector of the institution receiving the loan be able to carry out all the environmental operations being proposed? So, I did the institutional capacity assessment. It was very important, because it was observed if there was lack of equipment, if it lacked personnel. It means to say: "The Bank is going to finance a number x of programs, but does the institution have a formal structure, both personal and equipment, to manage these programs and give the result?" (Practitioner F)
Notwithstanding its recognized relevance, reaffirmed here by the view of SEA team leaders, the evaluation of the institutional capacity of entities to follow up the SEA's recommendations has not received due attention in most Brazilian processes (or at least is not described in the respective final reports). It is therefore necessary to emphasize the need for this requirement to be incorporated into the Terms of Reference.
GP 7-Approach Oriented to Participation and Interaction with Stakeholders
The participation of stakeholders throughout the process has been considered one of the most evident GP in environmental assessments [4] [29] . In a sample of 100 reports of SEAs, 52% showed a public participation process in strict compliance with the law; there was only occasional involvement of interested parties in 29% of the cases and in five SEAs there was no action in this regard [25] . In 20 Portuguese
SEAs, 75% of the processes did not promote public participation in the scope phase and in all cases there was no stakeholder consultation [18] . However, there are also successful examples of public participation [11] .
The participation of the population, which we call social control, is important. Who knows of their reality are they, and not us, because we are in other places. The assessment has to be discussed. I think that today, in Brazil, social participation is important in any decision-making process. (Practitioner F)
The rationale that justifies the adoption of participatory methods is thus described:
The question of consulting society has proved to be good practice at work.
When we discussed the SEA method, the question of the importance of lo- One interviewee pointed out that not all social actors have the same degree of contribution to the process, but a broad range of participation is desired.
Among the stakeholders, technical teams actively participate from the outset and suggest-because they have knowledge-how to build the baseline of their own territory. We arrive "half a foreigner" in the territory, as a consulting team to do the work. Members of City Halls and state bodies are Despite its notorious importance, the participation of stakeholders in SEA presents some difficulties to be overcome.
Adding new heads and new knowledge in such a process is interesting.
Sometimes it can be complicated because you bring some people with very defined conceptions and not open to a dialogue, a conversation, and thus it can be complicated; it is more conflict than contribution, that is, it depends a lot on attitude. (Practitioner J)
Regarding the participation of the local population, I have not yet been able to obtain a satisfactory result in terms of instruments for this. We're still looking for this. Sometimes a seminar [of consultation] is organized as if it were a public hearing, there are fights, discussions, and that is not the goal.
In our case, there was no fight; on the contrary, there were very positive aspects. But the process is certainly not yet mature. There is a way to go in this direction, but that I consider important-a good practice. (Practitioner G)
Although it represents GP as shown above, public engagement in SEA processes has been limited, resulting in a low degree of influence on decision making [27] . This fact, also verified in Brazilian SEAs [1] [4], shows that there is still a long way to go in making this GP a consolidated reality.
GP 8-Sharing and Exchange of Information/Knowledge by Digital Means
One of the factors limiting stakeholder participation in the SEA is the lack of information about the process [27] , denoting the importance of communication between the actors for the success of the work. In environmental assessments a GP is to present clear, consistent, timely, precise, regular and ongoing communication [9] . It must support the participation of all parties and make documentation available to the interested public, through easy and free access. The greater the variety of information media employed, the greater the likelihood of reaching and influencing the various target audiences. Among the communication media, Internet portals have become increasingly important. Capable of disseminating information in real time to a large number of people and virtually without geographical boundaries, these tools are also important by the capacity of interaction that they can offer the interested parties. The availability of information on specific online sites becomes an instrument of democratic access to the content of the assessment [4] . One interviewee made reference to this. Several SEAs already use the presentation of information on pages of the world wide web, but in many cases the initiative does not allow exchange with the public. The GP, therefore, is not limited to dissemination in a virtual environment, but also should encompass the full potential of interaction within it, reducing the distance between practitioners and stakeholders [29] . The use of webinars, virtual conferencing, video-and photo-sharing, blogging, wikis, chat rooms, virtual worlds and instant messaging is also a possibility [30] .
The idea is to use the internet as a permanent and, above all, proactive tool.
It is not just having the website. The page is there, but it is completely reactive. If you do not use tools to mobilize people, mobilize society to go there to seek information, the information may, at any given time, disappear and no one will feel any difference. So, we need a proactive, interactive disclosure that brings the information. What the person is reading he/she can comment on, he/she may criticize, he/she may suggest, and this process be permanent. The English do this. I think this is fundamental. (Practitioner J) Also in this GP there is much to improve. Communication strategies were insufficient in 18 out 20 Portuguese SEAs and only 25% of reports inform the public about the existence of a specific website for the assessment process [18] .
Real-time communication, including through social networks, is a perspective that can leverage public participation in SEA processes, and deserves to be duly analyzed in future research.
GP 9-Capacity Building (Training of Human Resources)
In some countries, SEA is a consolidated tool and has a suitable contingent of technicians capable of leading or integrating drafting teams. However, in several other countries SEA does not have the same tradition and there is a clear lack of human material capable of developing assessment actions. This is the case in Namibia, where the lack of local critical knowledge points to the need to improve the experience and specialization in this field, promoting the qualification of starting professionals through coaching, tutoring or supervision by experienced practitioners [22] . In this sense, the role of SEA is recognized as an instrument of training and learning [31] , a fact also verified in Brazilian conditions, although not in full or in the totality of the processes [1] [4] . Brazilian practice has provided some degree of institutional learning, but the result in individual and social learning is not substantive [2] . One respondent stressed the importance of disseminating knowledge about SEA among various social groups and stakeholders (and not just among current and potential practitioners) in order to capacitate and "empower" the public:
As our goal was to transform Strategic Environmental Assessment into a public policy instrument, a lesson learned and that should be applied to create a forum for discussion, a training course-at a distance or not-for people to empower themselves, both of the state and municipalities, as of social movements. (Practitioner K)
Although not the first purpose of the SEA, the improvement of skills and abilities to act in future processes makes the application of the tool a useful long-term benefit, which justifies its mention as GP. However, it is necessary to emphasize that the implementation of an SEA with this profile is surrounded by several difficulties and is not usually well accepted by the drafting team.
Conclusions
Considered one of the most common forms of knowledge management, GP are present in the most diverse areas of human activity. It is in essence an invitation to reapply knowledge that has already proved useful and effective in a similar context. In the SEA, the use of GP is an alternative widely mentioned in the literature as inducing improvements in process development, but few works have been devoted to describing measures that can fulfill this role. When they are mentioned, the literature usually portrays the researchers' unique view, which is not always supported by actual tool practice. This study offers several recommendations to be followed aiming at the improvement of the SEA processes, either before or during the "field stage". First, the Term of Reference must be elaborated with extreme care, in a careful and at the same time flexible way, to allow the execution of the work with the variables that are peculiar to it. A good measure is to prepare it using the experience of practitioners.
The Term of Reference itself should predict and project the execution of a "good practice based" SEA, to be implemented in parallel to the PPP as two sides of the same coin. This joint effort ensures greater effectiveness for both and allows SEA to have a more pronounced influence on future decision making. One of the objectives of these two tools should be to assess the capacity of the institutions involved-both entrepreneurs and government agencies-to follow the recommendations generated, as well as to monitor the planned actions.
It is important that the contracting entity assumes a proactive role during the SEA, accompanying the development of the assessment, which will facilitate the implementation of the measures that will follow. In addition, the process will be better conducted and will present more consistent results if there is a follow-up of another SEA team, as a review body and quality control instrument. Practitioners should agree to this co-production work and encourage this to occur.
An SEA must be a platform of dialogue and collaboration. Perhaps this is the biggest GP in this type of environmental assessment. This means adopting a trans-disciplinary profile, with space to the stakeholder participation. In this sense, the widespread use of digital media is both an opportunity and a necessity.
Last, but not the least, each SEA could be used to produce or qualify human resources capable of working in other SEAs, in a continuous system of capacity building.
The GP indicated are fully feasible and can be included in the methodological design of any SEA. In addition, they represent a valuable contribution to the improvement of future SEA processes, whether in Brazil or in other countries, especially because they are the result of consolidated experience in real cases of application of the tool.
